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Health Effects of the Gas-Aerosol

Complex
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by Bernard D. Goldstein*

Combustion products derived from the burning of coal are definitely capable of producing adverse
human health effects. No single component of the combustion product mixture js solely responsible. Rather,
effects are due to a group of compounds, both gases and aerosols, in the effluents of stationary source
combustion processes. Althongh incompletely defined, the individual components of the gas-aerosol com-
plex appear to he capable of interacting both in terms of atmospheric chemistry and health effects. The three
primary air quality standards pertinent to regulating coal combustion all represent to some extent indirect,
although reasonable, measures of this gas-aerosol complex. As a group, these standards appear to be
adequate to protect human health. Conventional toxicological considerations snggest that the adverse
health effects of any necessary increase in coal combustion effluents would be greatest per unit of coal in
those areas which are most heavily populated and have the highest preexisting levels of the gas-aerosol
complex. In order to decrease the degree of uncertainty for future decisions of this type, it is important that
prospective epidemiological and air monitering studies be initiated in conjunction with any large scale

introduction of coal use.

Introduction

Combustion products derived from the burning of
coal are clearly deleterious to human health. The
causal relationship between coal emissions from
combustion and disease, particularly of the respira-
tory tract, has been inferred for centuries. Modern
appraisal of this relationship can be considered to
have begun al the time of the London smog episode
of 1952, although a few antecedent studies and local
air pollution disasters (¢.g., Donora, Pennsylvania in
1943; Meuse Valley in 1937) can be cited.

In 1952 London was characterized as having mul-
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tiple emission point sources arising from coal com-
bustion, Coal was used for heating of individual
homes as well as for power generation and industry.
In December 1952 weather conditions produced a
four-day inversion period, which resulted in a
marked increase in air polutant levels. During the
smog, and a few days subsequent to it, more than
3000 excess deaths were estimated to have occurred.
This galvanized medical authorities in Britain and
elsewhere to look very closely into the causes and
consequences of air pollution, particularly in relation
to coal combustion. The pollutants that were mea-
sured were, quite obviously, those that were amena-
ble to analysis with the available technology. This
led to a focus on sulfur dioxide and particulates
(measured as smokeshade in Great Britain and total
suspended particulates in the U.S.). While many
studies used the ievel of these two indices to corre-
late with observed health effects, it was recognized
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at about the time of the 1952 London disaster that
sulfur dioxide and smokeshade were somewhat indi-
rect indicators of the agents responsible for human
effects. Since that time, much evidence has ac-
cumulated demonstrating that it is a complex of
atmospheric products and mixtures of emitted pol-
Jutants which play the major causative role in ad-
verse health effects due to fossil fuel combustion
products. The group of compounds participating in
this process, which will be discussed in more detail
below, will be described as the gas-aerosol complex.
Although the nature of the available information re-
quires this document to treat this complex in its
individual components, it should be kept in mind that
it is the interplay of these many components which
result in the deleterious human health effects as-
sociated with fossil fuel combustion.

Inasmuch as the focus is on coal, this document
will stress studies in Great Britain where control of
coal combustion effluents has led to a marked im-
provement in air quality, as well as American
studies. Unfortunately, in neither country was there
a rigorous attempt to study prospectively the health
consequences of the major changes in fuel consump-
tion and emission control that led to the presence of
cleaner air. This lack of information is most unfortu-
nate. It is possible to construct a graph depicting the
decrease in atmospheric pollution levels in the recent
past. Were one able to construct a similar curve
showing changes in community health associated
with the previous decrease in level of pollutants, it
would now be a much simpler proposition to predict
what effect, if any, would occur due to increased
pollutant levels attendant upon conversion to coal. It
is unlikely that retrospective studies in the United
States will rectify this serious omission in view of our
generally inadequate health statistics base. There is,
however, the possibility, worthy of exploration, that
pertinent information concerning the effect of de-
creasing coal use on human heaith could be obtained
by a study of the more complete British health rec-
ords. As an obvious corollary, a careful study of the
effect of reinstitution of ¢oal use should begin as
soon as possible before the actual switchover oc-
- curs, and continue for some time afterwards. While
such a study would be relatively expensive relative
to the current funding level for studies of environ-
mentally caused health effects, it is extremely cheap
compared to the multibillion dollar impacts arising
from decisions concerning the energy program.

it is assumed that those reading this review are
reasonably knowledgeable concerning the biomedi-
cal effects of pollutants, the inherent limitations of
the various types of toxicelogical studies, and the
need for confirmatory information from differing ap-
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proaches, A number of reviews describing the health
effects of air poltutants have been published in recent
years. These should be consulted for detailed infor-
mation beyond the scope of this document (/4).

The subject of health effects of photochemical
oxidants will not be discussed in this review, al-
though one of the precursors of these pollutants,
oxides of nitrogen (NO,), will be increased by the
proposed switch from oil to coal, It is difficult to
assess the effect of increased NQ, emissions on
photochemical oxidant levels because of the compli-
cated time-dependent set of reaction mechanisms
leading to the formation of oxidants.

Constituents of the Gas-Aerosol
Complex

The constituents of the gas-aerosol complex de-
rived from stationary source fossil filel combustion
are usually subdivided into particies and gases (the
major gases being sulfur oxides and nitrogen oxides).
The subject of airborne particles has recently been
reviewed by a panel of the National Academy of
Sciences (/). Of importance is that the particles
formed as a result of fossil fuel combustion tend to be
in the respirable size range (i.e., <1 p.m). The major
anionic components of toxicological importance are
sulfates and nitrates, and perhaps sulfites and nitrites
as well, These are predominantly procucts formed in
the atmosphere from reactions of the emitted gases
{i.e., secondary products). More infcrmation about
the levels of the associated cations is becoming
available. These cations include trace levels of vari-
ous metal elements, ammonium ions, and protons
{hydrogen ions). The eftects arising from trace ele-
ments are considered in a separate document.

Sulfur in fossil fuel is converted mainly into sulfur
dioxide during combustion, although a small per-
centage is emitted directly as sulfate. Sulfur dioxide
is a highly soluble gas which exists in solution, either
as hydrated SOz or as the sulfite or bisulfite ion,
depending upon pH. Two general processes as-
sociated with polluted atmospheres act to convert
sulfur dioxide to sulfate aerosols. In the presence of
various trace elements, SOz absorbed into aquecus
aerosols is catalytically oxidized to H:SO4 (sulfuric
acid). This process is highly dependent upon humid-
ity, temperature, the type and quantity of trace ele-
ments present, and the pH of the aerosol. The second
general pathway for the formation of atmospheric
sulfates is through a photochemical process in which
the action of sunlight on hydrocarbons and oxides of
nitrogen generates species capable of cxidizing SO:.
The complexity of both of these processes requires
emphasis. There is a potentially large variety of dif-
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fereni sulfates formed depending upon the cations.
These sulfates have a wide range of physicochemical
properties and, presumably, toxicity. Most arein the
respirable size range. Further information concern-
ing the mechanisms of formation, the reaction rates,
the atmospheric transport, and the dispersion of
sulfur oxides is necessary in order to better under-
stand the toxic properties of the aerosols, and in
order to attempt to construct successful control
strategies. Of particular value would be a determina-
tion of the chemical speciation of sulfates present in
ambient air. This would allow epidemiological and
controlled human exposure studies to focus on those
sulfates most likely to be responsible for toxicity. At
present, however, there is little reason to expect that
any one sulfur oxide will be solely or mainly respon-
sible for the effects of the gas-aerosols complex. It
should be kept in mind that sulfur in fuel and the
resultant sulfur dioxide, are the precursors of essen-
tially all anthropogenic sulfur oxide aerosols.

The nitrogen oxides have usually been considered
separately from sulfur oxides and particulates in dis-
cussion of health effects of air pollutants. This in part
is due to the fact that both stationary seurce and
automative fossil fuel combustion contribute sub-
stantially to atmospheric NO, emissions. In the past,
the toxicity of nitrogen oxides has been considered
almost solely in terms of nitrogen dioxide. (Nitric
oxide, the other major gaseous oxide of nitrogen,
does not appear to be toxic at ambient concen-
trations). Recent information has suggested that
aerpsols containing nitric acid, organic and inorganic
nitrates and nitrites are present in the atmosphere
and may coatribute to the observed toxicity of the
gas-aerosol complex. The evolving evidence sug-
gests a situation analogous to that described above
for sulfates, i.e., the presence of nitrates concen-
trated in the respirable size range, and being derived
from atmospheric transformation of gaseous NO,
precursors. There is, however, far less information
concerning nitrate air chemistry and toxicology than
there is for sulfate. The subject of nitrogen oxide
formation and toxicity has recently been thoroughly
reviewed by an NAS panel (2).

Basic Biomedical Considerations

Respiratory Tract Response to Inhaled
Irritants

The human respiratory tract contains a number of
relatively effective defenses against inhaled irritants.
The nose is particularly efficient in removing those
larger particles which impinge upon the nasal turbi-
nates, and also in scrubbing out soluble gases such as
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sulfur dioxide. Pollutant removal within the nose
does not completely preclude pulmonary effects, as
there is some evidence which suggests that vagal
reflexes, leading to bronchoconstriction, may be ini-
tiated by nasal receptors. Breathing through the
mouth also effectively removes soluble gases and
larger particulates, but to a lesser extent than the
nose. Smaller particulates, including most an-
thropogenic sulfates and nitrates, as well as less sol-
uble gases such as NO: and Os, more readily pene-
trate deeply into the respiratory tract. In normal
adults, mouth breathing usually occurs during
periods of high minute volume when the dose deliv-
ered to the lower airways would tend to be highest.
Such considerations presumably play a role in the
susceptibility of children and individuals with pre-
existing cardiorespiratory disease to pollution.
Mouth breathing and high minute volumes occur
relatively frequently in these population segments.

Acute Exposure. Mucociliary clearance is a
cleansing process which results in a flow of mucoid
material upwards toward the pharynx. There is un-
fortunately relatively little information concerning
the basic determinants of mucociliary clearance
rates or the effects of potlutants on this process.
Although some studies have obtained indirect evi-
dence of altered pulmonary clearance rates following
exposure to components of the gas-aerosol complex,
there is no evidence that usual ambient levels have
an effect on this process. Of potential interest are
recent animal studies suggesting that repetitive acute
exposure to sulfuric acid aerosol during a period of
months may lead to an alteration in baseline pulmo-
nary clearance (5). Also of interest is the ability of
mucosal secretions to buffer inhaled acid aerosols.
This has been highlighted by recent studies suggest-
ing that ammonia may be a constituent of the re-
spiratory tract (6). If neutralization of acid aerosols
does prevent toxicity, then it is conceivable that the
buffering capacity of the respiratory tract is the basis
for a true threshold for the acute effects of acid
aerosols, although possibly subject to individual or
temporal variability. This is, of course, speculative
but represents an intriguing area of potential signifi-
cance.

The alveolar macrophage is an important compo-
nent of pulmonary defense. There is some evidence
suggesting that the basis for the potentiation of re-
spiratory tract infections by nitrogen dioxide may be
an interference in the ability of alveolar macrophage
to kill inhaled microorganisms (7, 8). Such evidence
is not available for sulfur oxides. More information
concerning the effect of inhaled particulates on al-
veolar macrophage function is needed. A better un-
derstanding of the mechanism of the bacteriocidal
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mechanisms employed by the macrophage is also
required.

The major physiological response to sulfur oxides
in controlled short-term human and animal exposure
studies is an increase in airway resistance. In animal
studies, sulfuric acid aerosol has been shown to be a
stronger potentiator of bronchoconstriction than
ammonium sulfate aerosol which is stronger than
SO: gas (9). The pathways mediating bron-
choconstriction, which is generally believed to be
the basis for this response, include vagal reflexes set
off by receptors located in various parts of the re-
spiratory tract. However, studies have shown that
bronchoconstriction can occur even when the vagus
nerve has been inactivated. It is hypothesized that
humoral factors are capable of acting on airway
smooth muscle, or may potentiate the effect of such
factors. In vitro studies have shown that acid salts
are enhancers of histamine release from cells (10).
This bronchoconstrictive response could account for
many of the adverse health consequences associated
in epidemiological studies with the gas-aerosol com-
plex. Controlled human studies on asthmatics have
shown that short-term NOz exposure potenttated the
bronchoconstrictive effect of carbachol (/7).

Long-Term Exposure. Studies of the effects of
long-term exposure of animals to sulfate aerosol
have produced evidence of some effects, but in gen-
eral, the findings have not been dramatic. Slight
bronchial epithelial proliferation, edema and alveo-
lar wall thickening in animals exposed to at least 500
ug/m* of sulfuric acid has been reported, as has a
decrease in CO lung diffusion capacity in beagles
continually exposed to HzS0, for up to two years
(I2).

Monkeys continually exposed to H2S04 levels of
100 pg/m? for one year have shown no evident lung
abnormalities. At HzSQO. exposure levels of about
1000 wg/m? in conjunction with about 500 ug/m? fly
ash particles, bronchiolar wall thickening was ob-
served (/3). Occupational studies of workers chroni-
cally exposed to Hz50.4 levels above 10,000 pg/m?
have not indicated excess chronic disease incidence,
but have indicated an excess number of acute attacks
in those individuals already suffering from chronic
respiratory disease, such as bronchitis, These results
yield an unclear picture of possible long-term acid
sulfate aerosol exposure effects. The real problem is
that the underlying biochemistry of the disease etiol-
ogy is not well understood for sulfates,

Considerably more research is required to defini-
tively pin down the role of individual coal-derived
pollutants in the causation of chronic disease. The
biomolecular mechanisms must be elucidated as well
as the dose-response relationships.
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Individual Variability

The concept of individual variability in the sus-
ceptibility to pollutants is important for understand-
ing the health impact of the gas-acrosol complex.
Such variability must be considered to be operative
both among different mdividuals, leading to some
members of the population being inherently more
vulnerable, and within a single individual at different
time periods. Inter-individual differences represent
inherited factors, including presumably the reactiv-
ity of the bronchial tract to external agents, and
acquired factors, such as preexisting cardiorespira-
tory disease. Intra-individual varizbility includes
such temporal factors as the presence of microbial
respiratory tract infection and age. Controlled ex-
posure studies have clearly demorstrated widely
differing responses in groups of animals to bron-
choconstrictive pollutants. Inasmuch as animals
used in these studies generally have a common ge-
netic and environmental heritage, itis not surprising
that, based on the few available studies, there ap-
pears to be at least as great a variability in human
response. A marked variability in hurnan response is
also suggested by some epidemiological studies.

Unfortunately, there are as of yet inadequate data
to statistically characterize the degree of human
variability in response to pollutants. This would be of
value in determining the validity of extrapolating
results of controlled human exposure studies {(which
generally utilize a small number of healthy subjects)
to high risk populations.

Physicochemical Characteristics of
Pollutants in Relation to Respiratory
Response

Studies in animals exposed to defined components
of the gas-aerosol complex have clearly demon-
strated that there is a marked difference in the ability
of individual pollutants or combinations to elicit an
acute bronchoconstrictive response. This is par-
ticularly evident in the series of studies performed by
Amdur and her colleagues on guinea pigs (9, 14). The
physicochemical characteristics which appear to be
particularly significant are size, solubility, pH, and
chemical reactivity. For example, particles in the
respirable (< 1 um) size range appear to exert a
greater bronchoconstrictive response than larger
particles given a similar mass concentration. Many
aerosols of the appropriate size are, however, inert
with respect to bronchoconstriction. In some cases
the absence of response appears to be due to lack of
*chemical reactivity’” (e.g., NaCl}, in others it is due
to the relative insolubility of the compound which
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presumably allows ciearance before any chemical
reaction can occur. The pH of the aerosol also is of
importance. In general, the greater the acidity, the
higher the likelihood of a bronchoconstrictive re-
sponse. More information is needed on the role of
particle shape and hygroscopicity in determining re-
gional airway deposition and subsequent bron-
choconstrictive impact (15).

Knowledge concerning the role of these physico-
chemical characteristics in mediating airway re-
sponse to aerosols has been of great value in under-
standing pollution effects and predicting response.
Simple manipufations of these parameters does not,
however, totally explain the response of guinea pig
airways to inhaled irritants. A better basic under-
standing of the biochemistry underlying the physiol-
ogy of airway response would be of great value.
Another research area of related importance is the
determination of the responsiveness of the human
respiraiory tract to these poliutants. Such studies
would consist of short-term acute exposures with the
aim of establishing a hierarchy of responsiveness to
individual components of the gas-aerosol complex,
as well as determining appropriate no-effect levels.
In addition, more information is required concerning
potential synergistic interactions of these air contam-
inants. In particular, animal studies of sulfur dioxide
effects in the presence of inert respirable particles
and photochemical pollutants including ozone, NOs,
and organic irritants such as acrolein should be ex-
tended to man.

Observed Health Effects of the
Gas-Aerosol Complex in Humans
Mortality

There is no question that exposure o past ambient
levels of the gas-aerosol complex has led to in-
creased mortality during acute air pollution
episodes. Those individuals who died during such
episodes were mainly the elderly, the infirm, and, in
some episodes, the very young. Controversy does
exist concerning the extent, if any, to which current
pollutant levels are responsible for daily variations in
mortality. To-study this problem it is necessary to
carefully adjust for many variables, including
meteorological and seasonal effects.

In recent years a number of investigators have
evaluated New York City mortality data in relation
to air pollution levels (16-21).

The studies are in general agreement as to the
existence of a residual variation in daily mortality
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that is explainable by pollution levels. There is, how-
ever, a lack of consensus concemning whether the
effect correlates more strongly with sulfur dioxide or
total suspended particulates. This is not surprising in
view of the interrelationship of these two measures
of the gas-aerosol complex. There is also con-
troversy concerning the interpretation of these
studies; the results of one investigation suggesting
little or no threshold for the association of mortality
with sulfur dioxide levels (20), while a more recent
analysis (2/) reports no change in the excess mortal-
ity associated with pollution during a period in which
there was substantial improvement in ambient sulfur
dioxide levels.

A deficiency in most of these investigations, as
well as air pollution-related epidemiological studies
in general, is the use of only one monitoring station to
characterize the pollutant exposure of a large popu-
lation. This adds to the uncertainty of the results. [t
should be noted that studies of daily mortality in
relation to daily air pollution levels are unlikely to
discover a life-shortening effect that is due to the
causation of a chronic disease by these air pollutants,

Morbidity

Acute Effects. 'There are literally dozens of types
of adverse health effects which have been reported
to be associated with inhalation of the gas-aerosol
complex or its components. For many of these ef-
fects (e.g., behavioral, immune) the information is
inconclusive or at best, peripheral. Epidemiologic
studies of respiratory tract effects of these pollutants
have utilized a variety of different measured param-
eters. These studies have tended to focus on popula-
tion groups believed to be at high risk for pulmonary
effects, including children, asthmatics, the elderly,
and individuals with pre-existing cardiorespiratory
disease.

The impact of air pollutants on children has been
studied extensively [see for example reviews by the
American Academy of Pediatrics (22), Wehrle and
Hammer (23), and NAS (4)]. A relation between the
gas-aerosol complex and lower respiratory illness
has been established. Epidentiological studies in
Great Britain, including evaluation of up to 10,000
individuals, have reasonably clearly demonstrated
an effect of air pollution on bronchitis incidence
(24-26).

Of particular interest are two studies in which
cohorts were evaluated at varying time intervals. Ina
study of 5-year-olds living in four different areas, the
incidence of chronic cough correluted well with ex-
isting air pollution levels, and there was a significant
decrease in pulmonary function in the residents of
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the most poliuted area during the first study period.
Four years later, in 1969, these same children were
restudied. During this period there had been a
marked improvement in air pollution levels (45-80%%
decrease in smokeshade; 10-25% decrease in sulfur
dioxide) with an abolition of the pollutant gradient
between the four areas. Appreciable decreases in
observed respiratory effects were observed and
there were no longer differences between the areas
(27, 28). Another study of a cohort of childrenbornin
1946 noted an association of the history of lower
respiratory tract infection with air pollution (25).
When this group was thoroughly evaluated at age 20,
cigarette smoking was found to be the dominant
factor in the presence of respiratory symptoms,
while air pollution had at most a minimal effect.
Other British and American studies have reported a
lesser prevalence of respiratory problems in associ-
ation with improvement of air quality (29-37).

Studies in the United States and elsewhere, in-
cluding the CHESS studies (32), have evaluated the
association of sulfur oxides and particulates with
childhood respiratory tract illness. With some ex-
ceptions, lower respiratory tract illness has been
positively correlated with those pollutants at levels
somewhat above the current U.S. standards, but not
at lower levels. Studies of childhood pulmonary
function in relation to sulfur oxides and particulates
have shown less consistent results.

Ambient levels of nitrogen dioxide have been im-
plicated in the potentiation of upper respiratory tract
infection in children and their families. This is in
contrast to sulfur oxides which, while clearly as-
sociated with lower respiratory tract bacterial ili-
ness, have not been consistently found to be as-
sociated with upper respiratory viral infections,
Epidemiological evidence of a relationship between
NO:2 and respiratory infection was noted in school
children and their families in a study performed in
Chattanooga (32). This took advantage of a relatively
unique point source of nitrogen dioxide, Replication
of this study, which is a major base of the U.S. air
guality standard, would be of great value, but is
difficuit due to the entanglement of nitrogen dioxide
with other pollutants in most areas. Recent studies
demonstrating relatively high nitrogen dioxide levels
in kitchens with gas as compared to electric staves
(34, 35) may provide a basis for re-evaluation of the
epidemiologicat associatton of nitrogen dioxide with
respiratory tract infection.

There is some controversy concerning the sus-
ceptibility of asthmatics to the gas-aerosol complex.
Basic biomedical considerations lead to a strong
suspicion that individuals with a hyperactive bron-
choconstrictive response should be particularly
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sensitive to inhaled air contaminarts. There are a
number of epidemiological studies which appear to
support this contention, as well as the recent con-
trolled human study on NO-: and carbachol (/7). The
epidemiological studies are, however, open to vari-
ous degrees of criticism which appear to reflect the
fact that asthmatics are a particularly difficult group
to study. It is difficult to obtain a large study popula-
tion, and there are numerous confounding variables,
particularly meteorological and seasonal factors,
which complicate interpretation of the effects of atr
poilutants,

The retrospective observation that 87.6% of asth-
matics reported respiratory symptoms during the
Donora air pollution disaster (36), as compared to
42.7% of the general population, ind:cates that asth-
matics do respond adversely to air pollution. The
question at present, which is similar for other sus-
ceptible populations, is to what extent do current or
foreseeable pollutant levels produce asthma attacks.
Relatively low level effects were 1eported in the
CHESS studies and in an EPA study performed in
New Cumberland, West Virginia (37'). The latter is
one of the few U.S. studies of effects due to an
uncontrolled coal-fired power plant. These studies
have been heavily criticized, mainly on the basis of
the data collection and analysis techniques which
were used (38). At present, it would appear war-
ranted to place a relatively wide error band around
any extrapolation relating potentiation of asthma
attacks to current or projected levels of stationary
source fossil fuel combustion products.

It should be emphasized that asthma attacks rep-
resent an acute effect, and are therefore particularly
significant during high short-term peak levels of
pollutants. The causation of the basic underlying
effect leading to classical allergic asthma does not
appear to be related to chronic pollutant exposure.
The relation of air pollution to asthma attacks has
been the subject of a number of reviews &, 39, 40).

Exacerbation of pre-existing cardiorespiratory
disease has been clearly demonstrated to be a con-
sequence of exposure to the gas-aerosol complex.
Controlled animal and human exposure studies have
suggested that bronchoconstriction is the basis for
the observed acute effects. There may also be an
element of pollutant-induced increased mucous
production leading to worsening of dis2ase, particu-
larty in the chronic bronchitic.

Numerous epidemiological studies have focused
on individuals with chronic pulmonary disease
{chronic bronchitis, emphysema, and nomenclature
variants thereof). Diary studies of this group (in
Britain) readily demonstrated an association of
worsening symptoms with short-term pollution
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levels. This has recently been less evident following
institution of control measures leading to a marked
abatement in particulate levels and lesser decreases
in sulfur dioxide (29, 30. 41, 42).

Similar studies in the United States have produced
somewhat contradictory results. For example, Bur-
rows et al. (¢3), found little or no correlation of sulfur
dioxide levels in Chicago with daily symptoms of
patients with chronic respiratory disease, although
Carnow et al. (#4), using a similar, but somewhat
more extensive approach in Chicago, reported that
symptoms were related to sulfur dioxide levels ex-
tending down to the range of the current air quality
standard. The CHESS program has utilized panels of
elderly subjects, with and without chronic car-
diopulmonary disease, to study daily pollution ef-
fects (32). While a positive correlation with current
ambient sulfate levels was reported, the high dropout
rate and other technical difficulties complicated in-
terpretation of these results.

Chronic Effects. The bulk of the studies dis-
cussed above deal with the ability of the inhaled
gas-aerosol complex to produce acute disease or an
acceleration of an already existing chronic disorder.
The present section focusses on the possibility that
long-term inhalation of these pollutants may act to
cause the production of chronic disease, particularly
chronic respiratory discase. The potential impact of
a role for air pollutants in the causation of chronic
respiratory disease may perhaps be greater than that
of acute disease. It is, however, a more difficult
problem to study. Evaluation of day-to-day varia-
tions of pollutants in relation to health effects does
not provide any direct information. Nor are usual
prospective studies of value in a situation where it
may require many decades of exposure for the de-
velopment of measurable chronic damage.

Studies approaching this problem have generally
utilized a geographic comparison in which the prev-
alence of chronic respiratory disease among a popu-
lation in a polluted area is compared to the preva-
lence in a nonpolluted area. In order to make such a
comparison successfully it is necessary that the
populations in the study areas be as similar as possi-
ble in other respects. The major confounding vari-
able in such studies is the extent of cigarette smok-
ing, which is the most important causative factor in
chronic respiratory disease. Other factors, particu-
larly occupation, but also life style and social class,
could conceivably play a role in the causation of
chronic respiratory disease and should he evaluated
in the study design.

Using such measures as death rates, reason for
disability, and questionnaires concerning cough and
sputum production, many studies have clearly dem-
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onstrated a higher prevalence of chronic respiratory
disease in polluted areas. When originally studied in
the 1950’s, air pollution appeared to account for a
substantial proportion of the total incidence and dis-
ability due to chronic bronchitis in Britain. A relation
of air pollution to the prevalence of respiratory dis-
ease has also been noted in American and Canadian
studies. The largest American study of this type was
performed by CHESS in various parts of the country
by use of a self-administered questionnaire (32).
There was a reasonable consistent finding of a higher
prevalence of chronic respiratory disease in the more
poliuted communities. This is among the least con-
troversial of the CHESS findings. However, inas-
much as the observed effect presumably represents
long-term exposure to air pollution, including the
much higher levels of the past, the data can not be
readily used to estimate effects due to current am-
bient levels. It would be useful to analyze sub-
sequent yvears of the CHESS studies to determine
whether there was a decrease in the prevalence of
chronic respiratory disease which parallels the pre-
vious fall in air pollution levels.

A study comparing the prevatence of histologi-
cally determined emphysema prevalence on autopsy
subjects showed that the disease was three times as
prevalent among nonsmokers in St. LLouis as in Win-
nipeg, Canada (¢5). The variable used to explain the
difference was fossil-fuel combustion product de-
rived air pollution, No specific substances were cor-
related with the disease, rather only total emissions
of SO:, particulates, and NO,.

There is the possibility that components of the
gas-aerosol complex might play a causative role in
the increased levels of lung cancer observed in urban
areas. Bisulfite has been shown to be mutagenic in a
number of systems, presumably by deaminating
cytosine (#6, 47). It is, however, questionable
whether this reaction can occur at physiological pH.
Tumor formation in animals exposed to sulfur
dioxide has been reported, most notably in a study
demonstrating higher levels of lung tumors in ani-
mals exposed to sulfur dioxide and benzpyrene as
compared to benzpyrene alone ¢8). In conjunction
with arsemic exposure, sulfur dioxide exposure ap-
peared to increase the risk of lung cancer in smelter
workers (49). Nitrogen oxides have also been sug-
gested to be potential carcinogens, mainly based on
reactions with other agents which might form nitro-
samines which are known to be very potent carcino-
gens (50), Recent studies have demonstrated that
these reactions can take place in polluted atmo-
spheres, especially during the nighttime hours.

While further research concerning the possible
mutagenic effects of components of the gas-aerosol
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complex would be of interest, it is unlikely to provide
information in the near future specifically applicable
to human exposure.

Dose-Response Analyses

The estimation of human dose response to the
gas-aerosol is an arcane art. The major difficulties
are derived from the dose side of this equation. The
most commonly measured pollutant, sulfur dioxide,
is an indicator of varying reliability of the entire
gas-aerosol complex. To complicate the problem,
sulfur dioxide is also a major precursor of more toxic
components and its own toxicity can vary depending
on its combination with other pollutants. This multi-
ple role for sulfur dioxide is the basis for the apparent
discrepancy between epidemiological studies and
controlled human and animal exposure experiments,
the latter requiring much higher levels of sulfur
dioxide in clean air in order to observe effects. The
common methods of particulate measurement are
also only indirectly related to those agents actually
causing adverse effects. In addition, one must care-
fully disentangle the effects of other variables (e.g.,
cigarette smoking, weather, and occupation) from
those due to pollution. There is accordingly an es-
sentially inherent degree of uncertainty in the as-
signed dose for each level of response. There are also
difficulties in the measurement of response, includ-
ing adequate characterization of populations, the
validity of measuring techniques, and the selection
of subjects for study. These problems are com-
pounded by the requirement for multiple points in
the plotting of a dose-response curve.

There are a number of complex statistical tech-
niques which have been developed or refined in re-
cent years to handle the variables in individual
studies and to formulate dose-response curves.
There is, however, a crossover point at which the
uncertainty caused by the multiplicity of pollutants
and other variables is replaced by uncertainty about
the validity of the compiex statistical procedures
used to disentangle these variables. Furthermore,
there is no concensus in the scientific community
concerning where this crossover point is located.

Dose-response information can be more simply
derived from controlled human exposure ex-
periments involving defined responses to measured
doses. The major drawback of this approach, as is
evident in the case of sulfur dioxide, is that the ex-
posure does not replicate the complex mixture pres-
ent in urban air. In addition, it is difficult to study the
response of susceptible populations. Animal ex-
posure experiments, although advantageous in other
ways, suffer the same limitations with the added
drawback of interspecies differences.
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The above caveats should be kept in mind when
considering the available literature concerning the
effects of the gas-aerosol complex. Among the more
frequently quoted studies is that of ILave and Seskin
(51) who in 1970 estimated that a 50% production in
all urban air pollution would result in a 25-50% dec-
rement in the excess urban mortality and morbidity
from bronchitis, 25% of lung cancers, 25% of re-
spiratory disease, 10% of cardiovascular morbidity
and mortality, as well as a 15% dz=crement in the
overall prevalence rate. These figures have been
utilized by a number of other authors as the basis for
further calculations. It should be emphasized that
the analysis refers to all air pollutants and 1s applica-
bile to the increment of these effects observed in
urban areas.

A frequently employed data set for extrapolating
the effects of various levels of stationary source fos-
sil fuel combustion products is derived {from use of
the CHESS studies (32). These studies have been the
subject of much controversy, inclucing a generally
critical congressional review as wazll as frequent
criticism by other researchers. The CHESS dose-
response estimations were based on measured levels
of atmospheric sulfates. As pointed out by the au-
thors, they clearly represent a first approximation
containing a large degree of uncertainty. It should be
noted that the major reason for extrapolating a dose
response curve from the original CHESS data was a
need for making regulatory decisions based on pres-
ently available evidence. This remains true today.

Among the subsequent analyses, using the
CHESS extrapolations, is a report by the National
Academy of Science to the U.S. Senate Public
Works Subcommittee (43 in which the impact of al-
ternate fuel use strategies was evaluated. This in-
cludes estimates for the health impacts associated
with individual plants depending on siting. A series
of studies of a similar nature have been performed at
Brookhaven National Laboratory including estima-
tion of mortality due to coal utilizaticn. The authors
clearly indicate that their model is greatly simplified
due to the lack of solid baseline data from which to
calculate the heaith effects of coal combustion prod-
ucts. Specific criticisms of their approach include the
use of a non-threshold model (based on Lave and
Seskin) which employs an annual average poilutant
dose to impute mortality rather than short-term peak
levels; the lack of characterization of populations at
risk; and assumed constant sulfur dioxide oxidation
rates. In order to improve the validity of these pre-
dictive models it is necessary to develop more accu-
rate dose-response functions based on appropriate
averaging times for the pollutant dose. In addition,
better means of predicting the levels of secondarily
formed poliutants would be of value.
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Summary of Issues

It does not appear possible to readily subdivide the
issues concerning health effects of the gas-aerosol
complex into those for which there is a consensus of
opinion and those for which there exist uncertainties
or controversy. There is no concrete borderline
where reasonable men may or may not differ. Rather
there is a continuum ranging from questions for
which the answer appears certain, o where there is
disagreement as to even how to phrase the question.
Following are a partial list of issues that appear per-
tinent to the problem of health effects due to the
gas-aerosol complex. Inherent in such an exercise is
the author’s judgment concerning what are the issues
of particular importance, what are the bounds of
reasonable differences in interpretation of existing
data, and which are the areas where further informa-
tion, in the relatively near future, is likely to be of
crucial importance,

Can the Gas-Aerosol Complex Derived from the
Combustion of Coal Produce Acutely Harmful Ef-
Sfects in Man? The answer to this question is a def-
inite yes. Past experience in the United States, Great
Britain, and elsewhere, provides more than ample
evidence that atmospheric sulfur oxides and par-
ticulates are causally related to adverse health
effects. These include increased mortality, particu-
larly during prolonged periods of atmospheric inver-
sion. This situation affects mainly the very young,
the old and the ill. Also included is an increased
morbidity inclusive of exacerbation of preexisting
cardiorespiratory disease and potentiation of lower
respiratory tract infection, and, more than likely, the
production of asthmatic attacks in susceptible indi-
viduals.

Can the Gas-Aerosol Cemplex Derived from the
Combustion of Coal Produce Chronic Disease in
Men? There is reasonably good evidence that
long-term exposure to these pollutants can play a
causative role in the production of chronic respira-
tory disease. Supporting this hypothesis is evidence
indicating a higher prevalence of chronic respiratory
disease in polluted areas that does not appear to be
accounted for by differences in cigarette smoking

rates, occupational exposure or other confounding

variables. There are, however, differences of opin-
ion concerning the interpretation of these data and it
would not be unreasonable to state that the
hypothesis is unproven. In the judgment of this au-
thor, the scientific evidence that long-term exposure
to stationary source fossil fuel combustion products
can be involved in the causation of chronic respira-
tory disease appears compelling. This assumption
would also appear to be in keeping with a prudent
public health point of view. There is far less evidence
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that nonorganic coal combustion products may
cause cancer. Such a hypothesis is supported pri-
marily by basic research indicating that derivatives
of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide could produce
mutagenic effects, and by epidemiological evidence
indicating a higher incidence of lung cancer in urban
areas. Much more research is required to assess the
relation of the basic research findings concerning
mutagenesis to human cancer. In respect to the
epidemiological evidence, if it in fact reflects a
causative role of air pollution in urban lung cancer,
the evidence at present more strongly supports a role
for organic fossil fuel combustion products.

To What Extent Does the Available Information
Permit Accurate Prediction of the Adverse Health
Consequences Due te Given Levels of Coal Combus-
tion? There is ample historical evidence that am-
bient levels of stationary source fossil fuel combus-
tion products have produced serious health effects in
exposed populations. This is particularly true for
situations in which there were relatively high pollu-
tant concentrations. In recent years there has gener-
ally been a decrease in ambient levels of most of
these pollutants, exclusive of nitrogen oxides whose
emissions have continued to increase. The extent to
which present ambient levels of the gas-aerosol
complex produce adverse health consequences is a
matter of controversy. Reasonable interpretations of
the data range from no, or negligible, pollutant ef-
fects at present, to the position that any level of the
gas-aerosol complex is capable of producing harm,

These widely differing interpretations reflect
uncertainties concerning the validity of the existing
data. As described above, there have been a number
of dose-response estimations performed in recent
years. They have been based for the most part on
data developed by the CHESS program. This con-
troversial program contains the most comprehensive
attempt to establish the levels of measurable compo-
nents of the gas-aerosol complex which produce ad-
verse health effects. There are other studies which
provide information useful for approximating a
dose-response curve, These, however, are few in
number and are derived from different countries,
laboratories, scientific approaches, and circum-
stances. This greatly complicates the problems of
extrapolation and leads to the necessity of assigning
arelatively high degree of uncertainty to any denived
dose-response curve. Accordingly, if the CHESS
data are interpreted as being meaningless, one is left
with a very wide range of possible interpretations,
particularly concerning the effects of current am-
bient pollutant levels and those likely to be achieved
with the proposed conversion of power plants to
coal.

Ifthe CHESS data are accepted as being pertinent,

199



there are then a number of analyses based on these
data which can provide dose-response estimations
useful for estimating health effects due to the gas-
aerosol complex. One of the more extensive
analyses is that of the Natura! Academy of Science
discussed above. [t has the advantage of providing
data for individual power plants located at various
distances from urban populations. This author par-
ticipated in the health effects aspects of the NAS
analysis and estimated that a reasonable error-band
for the dose-response curve for sulfate used in the
computations ranged from an underestimation by a
factor of two to an overestimation by a factor of 10.
There appears to be no new information justifying a
change in this conclusion.

It is also unlikely that any newly instituted re-
search effort will provide information which will
substantially change the boundaries of this analysis
or the certainty of any prediction of dose-response
before the anticipated switchover of utilities from oil
and gas to coal. There is, however, every reason to
begin such further studies as soon as possible, and
preferably in conjunction with any fuel conversion
efforts, so as to provide information pertinent to
determining the extent to which further conversion
affects air quality and public health.

There is one source of information pertinent to this
problem which could be available within the near
future. This is the rematning unanatyzed portions of
the CHESS program. Only the first, and part of the
second year of this five-year program have been
completely analyzed. Many, although not all, of the
criticisms of this program reflected problems inher-
ent in the instititution of a complex epidemiological
study. Some of these were rectified in subsequent
study vears. If the findings in the latter years of the
CHESS study repiicate the initial findings, this
would lend a great deal of credence to the derived
dose-response formulations. The converse would
also be true. Accordingly, a rapid and thorough
analysis of the remaining CHESS data, preferably by
those not intimately connected with the study or its
criticism, could be of great value.

To What Extent Are Average Pollution Levels and
Average Human Response Predictors of the Health
Impact of the Gas-Aerosol Complex in a Popula-
tion? [tis misleading to consider average pollution
levels and average response in the formulation of
control strategies. There is a large degree of variabil-
ity in the response of humans to air pollutants. In
general, regulatory actions in this country have
specified that the most sensitive groups should be
protected. Accordingly, there is a particular need for
information concerning the effect of the gas-aerosol
complex on susceptible individuals. Information on
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this subject has heen obtained in epidemiological
studies, although this is very often complicated by
problems in obtaining sufficient numbers of indi-
viduals for study and for appropriate control groups.
Controlled human exposure studies of susceptible
individuals have only rarely been petformed. Thisis
in part due to ethical considerations. Even when
ethically appropriate, the performance of these
studies is often hampered by the spectre of litigation
which makes university review boards reluctant to
permit such studies. Unless some answer to this
problem is forthcoming, perhaps through federally
guaranieed insurance, it is unlikely that information
pertinent to the understanding of human variability
will be attained in the near future.

Short-term peak poilutant levels are obviously
most important in reference to causation of acute
effects. It should be emphasized that prolonged
meteorological inversions which have the capacity
for developing highest pollution leve.s may occur at
intervals of only every few years. Inasmuch as these
episodes represent the greatest potential for acute
effects, these infrequent occurrences should be con-
sidered as a major basis for determination of appro-
priate control strategies. Such an approach does not
substantially differ from that of assignation of flood
plain areas based on the concept of the “*100 year
flood.”

What is the Relative Impact on Heclih of the Gas-
Aerosol Mixture Present in the Local Area of a Power
Plant Fueled by Coal, Compared to the Gas-Aerosol
Mixture Present after Long-Range Transport of
Power Plant Emissions? A number of processes act
to modify the components of power plant emissions
as they travel downwind. These are discussed in
detail above. In general, the emitied gases are
oxidized to acidic aerosols which appear to be of
greater potential harm then the parent compounds.
Presumably buffering substances, such as NHs, are
also added over time and these may alter the poten-
tial toxicity of the gas-aerosol complex. Obviously,
dispersal of the plume over distance leads to a dilu-
tion in pollutant concentrations. In areas such as the
Northeast, there may, however, be additive effects
from multipte point sources.

The importance of this issue lies in its pertinence
to decisions concerning which electric power plants
should be converted from oil to coal. If, as has gener-
ally been assumed, the local effects predominate by
virtue of higher concentrations, then clearly the ex-
tent of the adverse health impact of a given level! of
coal combustion would be proportional to the den-
sity of the local population. This effect would be
magnified by the fuct that existing air pollution levels
tend to be highest in dense urban arezs. Therefore,
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by virtue of having both a larger number of suscepti-
ble individuals and higher baseline levels of air pol-
lution, the larger American cities would appear to be
most at risk from the proximal effects of converting
utilities from oil to coal.

The more distant impact of emissions following
long-term transport is pertinent to regional rather
than local siting of coal-fired power plants. Two
densely populated areas deserve special attention in
this regard: the Northeast because of the high con-
centration of electric utilities and the prevailing wind
pattern which tends to bring in power plant effluents
from the Midwest and Southeast; and Soathern
California where coal combustion emissions would
interact with an exceptionally active atmospheric
photochemical process.

Very recently there has been a great deal of study
characterizing both the short-range and long-range
components of power plant effluents. These are ex-
ceptionally important investigations which, in con-
junction with appropriate epidemiological and con-
trolled human exposure studies, should provide the
basis for understanding the potential local and dis-
tant impact of the gas-aerosol complexes derived
from stationary source fossil fuel combustion. Most
unfortunately, these extensive air monitoring pro-
grams are not accompanied by epidemiological
studies. This lack of coordination of the national
effort must be avoided in the future.

Are the Current Air Quality Standards for Sulfur
Dioxide, Total Suspended Particulates, and Nitrogen
Dioxide Adequate to Protect against the Health
Consequences of the Gas-Aerosol Complex? These
standards have been reviewed by a number of scien-
tific panels in recent years. In general, there has been
a consensus supporting no change in the presemt
standards but noting the many uncertainties in the
state of knowledge underlying the standards. The
standards are recognized as being somewhat indirect
measures of the totality of combustion products ac-
tually producing harm. Theve have thus been calls
for research directed at providing a standard which
more accurately reflects the gas-aerosol complex.
Preliminary standards for sulfates have been
adopted by a number of states. There is still, how-
ever, inadequate information concerning the toxicity
of individual suifates to permit a national standard to
be set. For instance, there is some question as to
whether the relatively high sulfate levels in Southern
California may consist mostly of ammonium sulfate
and, conceivably, have less of a toxic potentia! than
the lower levels of sulfates in other areas of the
country, which may be in the form of sulfuric acid
aerosols.

Another type of uncertainty due to the somewhat
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indirect measures used for the air quality standards
arises whenever the mixture of components in the
gas-aerosol complex is altered. Inasmuch as these
standards were based on past eptdemiologic studies
reflecting previous air mixtures, they may not be
completely applicable to new circumstances. As an
example, total suspended particulates include both
respirable and nonrespirable sized particles. It is
conceivable that a control measure which success-
fully removed only the larger particles might mas-
querade as an effective abatement procedure while
in fact there would be no real change in the health
effects on which the standard is based. Although the
current standards are generally adequate and useful,
these considerations indicate the need for further
research into the components responsible for ad-
verse health effects, and illustrate the importance of
intelligent application of available information to air
pollution control strategies.

With regard to nitrogen oxides, recent studies em-
phasizing the effects of peak NO: levels suggest the
need for a short-term standard. Further information
concerning the effects of nitric acid and suspended
nitrates is required. These considerations pertaining
to oxides of nitrogen are especially important, be-
cause of the expected continuing increase of NQ,
emissions, and the fact that presently existing coal-
fired combustion sources cannot readily control
NO, emissions, with the possible exception of
fluidized bed combustion technology,
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